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ABSTRACT 
 
The role of universities has always been a hotly contested issue.  What does 
society expect of institutions of higher learning?  The conceptual 
foundations of traditional disciplines are changing so rapidly that knowledge 
is refuted and revised before it reaches the printed press.  A response to this 
situation advocates a refocusing on the more process-oriented knowledge 
elements that involve higher order thinking, communication, affect and 
developing capabilities that people will need to possess to cope with work 
and leisure in an information society.  Are and can these knowledge 
components be learnt in universities?  This paper explores how students 
might engage in learning experiences that enable development of discipline 
specific generic capabilities and lifelong learning.  The study reports on two 
case studies of undergraduate teaching contexts that purported to develop 
generic attributes in undergraduate students.  Data collection involved 
classroom observations, interviews, and surveys with students and lecturers.  
The outcomes have been analysed in terms of the types of instructional 
practices that need to be undertaken to ensure that initiatives do actually 
impact on the more global skills identified as generic attributes.  Of 
particular significance in the results was the role that lecturers need to play 
in developing student awareness of the importance of generic attributes and 
facilitating the development of these attributes. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
This paper reports on strategies being developed to foster generic capabilities in 
undergraduate students.  These capabilities purport to enable students to participate 
effectively in the workplace after graduation and include discipline knowledge skills, 
attitudes and abilities to engage in social interaction.  Associated with generic 
capabilities, and commonly identified as a generic capability, is the attribute of lifelong 
learning.  Firstly I briefly address the question: What are the characteristics of lifelong 
learners and what strategies are being undertaken to support these characteristics?  
Secondly, I explore the problems in attempting to implement strategies that enable 
students to develop generic capabilities that afford them the skills to become lifelong 
learners.  Strategies to address the development of generic capabilities attempt to 
modify the learning environment in ways that provide opportunities for development of 
particular capabilities.  For example, problem based learning is seen as a strategy to 
develop complex problem solving.  However, the implementation of strategies to 
develop generic capabilities and lifelong learning need to go beyond just structural 
changes to the curriculum and be accompanied by fundamental changes in the way 
teaching is conducted.  Furthermore, universities cannot bear the sole responsibility for 
the development of lifelong learning. If industry really does want creative individuals, it 
also has to accept responsibility to provide environments that facilitate lifelong learning. 
 
The last fifteen years has seen unprecedented changes in higher education.  Universities 
have moved from institutions catering for an elite to organisations playing a part in 
mass education.  Employment and career prospects for graduates have also changed and 
will continue to change (Hawkins, 1995).  While a majority in higher education 
probably believe a core function of Universities is to contribute to the welfare of 
humanity by cultivating the human intellect, there has been an increased sensitivity to 
more utilitarian issues when claims are made about the quality of graduates for the 
workforce (Aulich, 1990).  For example, a key requirement of university education 
identified in the West Review was “to equip our graduates to play a productive role in 
an outwardly oriented, knowledge-based economy” (West, 1998, p. 2).  Embedded in 
this presumption are epistemological beliefs that knowledge is a transferable 
commodity, like fitting out a new kitchen we can equip it with the latest gadgetry.  
Nevertheless, there seems to be an assumption that universities need to focus on 
producing graduates that are possess certain capabilities that meet the needs of a 
changing workplace. 
 
Thus, in response to employer demand, academics have been challenged to provide 
alternative learning experiences that encourage students to become lifelong learners and 
to develop certain capabilities that enable them to step beyond a narrow knowledge 
base.  Consequently, institutions have generated lists of capabilities across domains of 
knowledge similar to those proposed by Queensland University of Technology (QUT) 
(Table 1).  It is assumed that these capabilities are not necessarily achievable in all 
disciplines but represent generalised statements about the capabilities of graduates and it 
is left to individual disciplines to articulate specific capabilities within their discipline 
area.  Lifelong learning often features in preambles to these statements. For example, 
QUT includes in its teaching plan statements such as “graduates will be lifelong learners 
and highly employable ...” (QUT, 1999). 
 
Lifelong learning 
Lifelong learning has at least two perspectives: access to learning opportunities 
throughout the lifespan, and a disposition towards learning.  The former is structural and 
assumes that society has the will and financial commitment to provide opportunities for 
lifelong learning (Leuven, & Tuijnman, 1996).  Universities respond to this perspective 
by developing more flexible policies and providing professional education programs.  
Industry also plays a role by on-the-job staff development.  The second perspective 
concerns the nature of learning during the life span.  From this perspective, lifelong 
learning involves an attitude towards learning and willingness to learn.  However, 
learning occurs in different contexts for different purposes.  University learning is 
characterised as being individualistic, competitive, curriculum-driven and hence what is 
to be learned is prescribed and formally assessed.  Rewards and motivation are mostly 
extrinsic – grades, and medals.  In university work, learning is often considered the 
accumulation of information (Saljö, 1979).  In contrast, beyond university, learning is 
open-ended, collaborative, involves genuine problem solving.  Outcomes are of 
significance to the learner’s continued employment and often require rapid responses to 
produce genuine new knowledge (Candy and Crebert, 1991).  Clearly, rather dramatic 
changes are necessary if learning experiences at university are to model the types of 
learning necessary beyond university.  Furthermore, what employers really want and 
what structures are necessary to cultivate graduates beyond university need debate.  
Access to learning and meaningful exploration of complex knowledge in both the 
workplace and in institutions is essential throughout life.   
 
In a rapidly changing world, lifelong learners may be an endangered species.  If lifelong 
learning involves a preparedness to postulate new ideas and defend these ideas in the 
public domain, graduates require those skills and dispositions to understand their role 
and function as critical members of society.  Lifelong learning should involve the 
development of expertise and manifestation of creativity.  A substantial knowledge base 
can be acquired but the development of such expertise requires prolonged engagement 
with a field.  Expertise requires enculturation into the practices of the field and an 
understanding of one’s own capabilities at a metacognitive and affective level (Anders 
Ericsson & Smith, 1991; Chi, Feltovich, & Glaser, 1981).  As experts, the creative 
individuals work actively to develop their field but often in settings where there they 
have to co-operate and collaborate with others.  
 
Employer expectations might not necessarily emphasise this view of lifelong learning.  
Employers claim they seek “graduates who can think for themselves, communicate, 
empathise and work with others, invent solutions and create new possibilities” (The 
Business Higher Education Round Table, 1997).  However, to meet the changing nature 
of work and the uncertainty of employment, graduates are often required to find new 
fields in which to work.  Expertise and creativity may never be fully developed in the 
absence of continuity of employment within a field.   
 
Graduate capabilities – enabling lifelong learning 
Given this perspective, universities are confronted with questioning capabilities their 
graduates need.  Hence, university educators assume a great responsibility in helping 
students to develop those attributes that contribute to success in post university life.  
Whether the emphasis is on the development of the autonomous lifelong learner or the 
employable learner who is flexible and adaptable and is capable of managing their 
learning is unresolved.  Defining these attributes and interpreting them in context is 
problematic.  QUT has attempted this task by defining three domains of performances 
that it defines as desirable generic attributes.  These include three dimensions as shown 
in Table 1.  Other universities have generated somewhat similar lists. 
 
Strategies 
Generic capabilities, as described in Table 1, to a large extent, address cognitive 
processes and do not acknowledge an affective dimension to learning.  If lifelong 
learning is a disposition, a love of learning then opportunities are required to foster that 
disposition during formal education.  The key to developing generic capabilities that 
nurture lifelong learning is to provide students with the opportunity to develop 
autonomy, to engage in thinking and reflecting on their learning, in an environment 
where learning is intrinsically motivating. 
 
Such an authentic learning environment is one in which the intellectual demands are 
consistent with the intellectual demands of the environment for which we are preparing 
the learner (Honebein, Duffy, & Fishman, 1993).  Authentic learning environments 
enable learners to some control over what and how they learn.  When a sense of 
personal control is established, learners should be able to pursue their own independent 
learning endeavours, albeit guided by a supportive teacher. The teacher necessarily 
plays an important role in manipulating the learning environment to provide 
opportunities for learners to explore their own interests and to be challenged.  Learning 
needs to be designed around rich problem situations that afforded multiple opportunities 
for student construction of knowledge through inquiry, discussion and argument. 
(Palincsar, Magnusson, Marano, Ford, & Brown, 1997).   
 
Table 1.  Generic capabilities as defined by QUT. 
QUT will provide an educational environment to enable the development of the following: 
1. Knowledge/problem-solving  
• possess coherent, extensive, theoretical and practical knowledge in at least one discipline area   
• be able to define and solve problems in at least one discipline area  
• be able to retrieve, evaluate and use relevant information  
• be able to use current technologies to advance their own learning 
• be equipped for lifelong learning, intellectual development and critically reflective and creative thinking 
• be able to adapt to an unfamiliar culture and operate in a socially and culturally diverse environment 
• possess effective written and oral communication skills 
• know how to manage time and prioritise activities  
• be aware of their own strengths and limitations 
2. Ethical/attitudinal  
• possess a sense of community and professional responsibility 
• value and promote truth, accuracy, honesty, accountability and ethical standards 
• be confident about their ability to learn independently and interdependently 
• desire continued intellectual development 
• be willing to deal with ambiguity and initiate and participate in change as appropriate 
• appreciate differences in gender, culture and customs 
3. Social/relational  
• be able to work independently 
• be able to fill the role of a cooperative, productive team member or leader 
• accept responsibilities and obligations, assert individual rights and respect the rights of others 
• be able to participate in social commentary and contribute to intellectual, social and cultural activities in the local and 
international community 
• be able to work effectively and sensitively within the Australian and international community. 
 
The physical manifestation of such an environment involves teachers demonstrating 
concern and leadership in the learning process.  Teachers are co-learners promoting 
warm and humane personal interactions in which scholarship and open debate is 
encouraged (Candy, 1991).  Effective learning is a collaborative effort with roles and 
responsibilities for both teacher and student.  When students engage genuinely in co-
operative activities and take an active approach to learning and seek personal relevance 
or meaning in the material, deep learning is fostered (Marton & Saljö, 1976). 
 
THE STUDY 
The study reported here examined how undergraduate educational practices could be 
implemented in way that provided students with authentic experiences and developed a 
range of skills and knowledge that enabled them to be effective contributors to society 
as graduates.  The context of the study was the Queensland University of Technology 
(QUT).  QUT has some 30 000 students attending courses in eight faculties responsible 
for: Law, Education, Engineering, Business, Science, Health, Information Technology 
and Arts.  The study was part of a larger study of the development of generic 
capabilities across most faculties.   
 
Design 
The study adopted an embedded case study design (Yin, 1994).  Although some seven 
cases were studied, only two are reported here.  All cases were purposefully selected on 
the basis of ease of access, convenience of timetabling and indications of deliberate 
attempts by teaching staff to implement effective teaching strategies.  The results are 
presented as abstracted narratives of practice through which stories are reported to 
elaborate the purpose for which the project was undertaken (Polkinghorne, 1997). 
  
Procedures 
The tension in this study was to engage in sustained observation and data collection in a 
way that did not perturb the learning environment.  In most cases it was possible for the 
researcher to unobtrusively participate in classroom activities, to record interactions 
using audiotaping and to complete detailed field notes.  Discussions were also regularly 
held with tutors, lectures and other stakeholders.  Discussions with students were 
undertaken at the conclusion of the observations and in some situations formal surveys 
were administered.   
 
Case 1: The daily radio broadcast  
This class involves students undertaking a degree in journalism. The subject equips 
students with the concepts and skills necessary to interview sources, write news stories 
and edit material for broadcast on radio and television.  The theoretical concepts 
gleaned from a 10-week lecture program are applied through participation in the 
preparation and broadcast of radio and television bulletins on a local community radio 
station.  The class is a combination of students in the second year and third year of the 
course.  The second year students are required to research stories for a daily live radio 
broadcast.  The third year students direct and manage the collation of stories and 
preparation of scripts for the broadcast.   
 
The radio broadcast room is a small “cubby hole” designed to accommodate about four people 
comfortably with a radio studio attached.  At 15 minutes to 8 am on a typical morning I would 
arrive and have a brief chat with the tutor about the day’s plans.  Students begin to arrive and 
by 8am some 10 students are crowded into this room.  Several more arrive in the next 10 
minutes.  The students have been expected to bring ideas for a story, which the tutor begins to 
review after a brief quiz on current affairs.  As each second year student suggests a possible 
story line, the director – a third year student – facilitates brainstorming and evaluation of 
ideas. Other students sense this and quickly provide suggestions about “takes” or possible 
“angles” on the story, potential contact persons, sources of information, and background 
knowledge.  The tutor, director and peers evaluate the significance of the story. There is a lot 
of tension and disappointment when one student’s idea is “gesumpted” by another. This is 
often the case, and students suggest alternative stories for the gesumpted student to pursue. By 
8:30, the temperature is close to 30 degrees and the atmosphere stifling.  There is now a flurry 
of activity.  The students are busily engaged in planning their stories or making calls to 
contacts for interviews.  I take a break for fresh air returning after an hour and a half.  There 
are a small number of students consulting with the tutor or waiting for phone calls.  By 11am 
the pressure builds as stories take shape.  Some stories abort and students whose stories do not 
develop support those who have a viable story.  At noon the director begins to identify which 
stories will be broadcast and organises the broadcast sequence.  A lecturer in communications 
begins to give speech tuition to those reading or reporting.  The students are visibly exhausted 
but enthusiastic as they present their stories.  There is much release of tension and hilarity as 
the broadcast goes out.  Students comment on the pace of speaking, timing and quality of peer 
presentations.  Following the broadcast the group is debriefed with feedback coming from the 
tutor who at times is frank in her critique of stories while at other times she is full of praise for 
a job well done.   
Figure 1.  Story of the Radio Broadcast 
Case 2: Physics of road accidents  
This case involved a two-hour lecture in a foundation physical science class.  Most 
students in this class would be undertaking a science course.  The subject covers a range 
of core physics and chemistry concepts.  The course was a part of an initiative of the 
Faculty to develop curricula that would provide opportunities for the development of 
generic capabilities.  The strategy was to target core first year units and to implement 
problem-based learning in a staged introduction.   
 
I am sitting at the back of a medium sized tiered lecture theatre.  I have just finished 
discussing the lecture with the lecturer who is somewhat nervous because his guest lecturer 
has not appeared.  This is a first year physics class of about eighty students.  The composition 
of the class is predominately male but there are a large number of females.  There are also a 
number of mature aged students.  The lecturer has confided in me that he is concerned with 
making his lectures more interactive and interesting and he is a keen participant in the 
Faculty’s project on “Problem Based Delivery”.  He sees this as an opportunity to implement 
some real life into physics to generate interest.  He is conscious of developing his students’ 
abilities beyond just knowing about physics to using physics.  His strategy was to introduce a 
sense of reality by embedding the physics in a real life event accompanied by an authentic 
“prop”.   
 
Given that his guest has not arrived, he nervously begins the two-hour lecture saying that he 
had something special planned for the lecture and hoped that it would eventuate.  He began to 
describe what would happen over the next few lectures and proceeded to highlight the 
importance of physics in real life situations.  He made reference to traffic accident 
investigations as an example of how physics is applied.  At about fifteen minutes after the start 
of the lecture a man in police uniform appears at the door.  Some quizzical expressions and 
murmuring were evident among the students.  After introductions, the police officer, who was 
a senior traffic investigator, proceeded to describe a situation where he had been called to 
investigate a traffic accident.  The lecturer then projected a sketch showing the accident scene 
onto the theatre screen and, in tandem with the police officer, described the various 
components of the sketch.  The students were then directed to form groups and brainstorm 
what sort of information would be necessary for the traffic squad to collect in order to 
reconstruct the accident.  For the remaining time of the two-hour lecture, students worked as 
groups on this task.   
 
I joined one group with their permission and initially played an observer role.  The discussion 
was quite unfocussed.  For some twenty minutes little progress seemed to take place.  Students 
were clearly unaccustomed to working in groups on problems that were ambiguous.  They 
tended to focus on what may be described as surface issues – did the ambulance come, who 
was at fault, conjecturing about what may have happened without attempting to identify the 
data they would need to substantiate any investigation.  As time passed, I moved on to other 
groups and observed that similar issues were being discussed at this level.  The lecturer also 
sensed that the task was not being successfully solved and attempted to clarify the problem to 
the whole group.  On resumption of the group work, the students slowly began to focus on the 
task of identifying the evidence necessary to speculate about the accident.  The conversations 
began to adopt more “physics-specific” language but students were beginning to work in 
smaller groups.  Finally, groups of students provided feedback on the work they had done 
without opportunity for much discussion as time was running out.  The lecture finished on 
time and students made their way out to the next appointment. 
Figure 2.  Story of the Road Traffic Accident 
 
DISCUSSION 
How are these situations similar and how are they different in the instructional 
practices that afford the development of generic capabilities and lifelong learning?  
These cases contrast two situations that differed in a number of features.  Firstly, 
the physics students’ was embedded within a normal lecture programme.  This 
was the first of several such innovations in a “problem-based delivery” approach 
being developed within the faculty.  The students were unfamiliar with a number 
of features of the experience.  There was a degree of novelty introduced by the 
presence of an uniformed police officer on the podium and a sense of real world 
intrusion into their otherwise traditional university environment.  As an 
introduction to problem solving, the experience did provide a context where 
learning was occurring through discussion and debate.  It is clear that most 
students became actively engaged in making sense of the task at hand.  In broad 
terms two dimensions of generic attributes were being addressed: knowledge and 
problem solving, and social relationships.  Students were being explicitly asked to 
identify problems, evaluate information, manage time and engage in critical 
reasoning.  Explicit support for this to occur was limited.  It was assumed that 
students could reason critically and creatively in the context of the physics 
problem.  Little attention was being provided to supporting the students 
metacognitively, for example, by providing opportunities to reflect on their own 
and other’s solutions.  Scaffolding was absent in supporting the working of the 
groups and although collaborative group work was a central aspect of the episode 
there was limited evidence that students were engaging in effective team work.  
There was also little evidence that the students were “switched on” to physics.   
 
The radio broadcast group epitomised an authentic learning environment in that the 
knowledge, skills and responsibilities necessary to function as a radio journalist were 
acquired in the process of application.  Students were assessed by their broadcast 
writing and presentation skills.  In achieving this objective the students worked 
collaboratively with a sense of comradeship for the benefit of all.  The resources and 
context provided a positive environment for learning.  The members of the group – 
second year and third year students and tutor – encouraged warm and humane personal 
interactions and encouraged co-operation.  In effect, the tutor had fostered the 
development of a community of learners engaged in authentic practice (Bereiter, 1994) 
and employed strategies designed to facilitate knowledge construction (Collins, Brown, 
& Newman, 1989).  The students acknowledged that they gained considerable skills in a 
range of the generic capabilities especially those related to time management and 
prioritisation.  Teamwork was also acknowledged as important and indeed was a clear 
that the quality of the broadcast was in the end a team effort.   
 
A significant difference between these two cases was the role of the teacher.  In the 
Road Accident the teacher was a “traditional” lecturer attempting to implement an 
interactive program.  In the Radio Program case, the tutor was a casual teacher with 
industry experience modelling and scaffolding the students’ learning as they 
attempted to implement the radio program.  Both situations are amenable to 
interaction but clearly the authenticity of the Radio programme added that element 
of reality that stirred a sense of intrinsic enthusiasm.  However, it should be 
remembered that both these experiences represent one unit in over thirty that these 
students will study during their university course.  Each learning experience cannot 
achieve all the goals necessary for the development of generic capabilities.  
Students also already come to university with dispositions towards learning, which 
universities can cultivate and support rather than destroy, but that cultivation needs 
sustained attention throughout their lifespan.  The provision of lifelong learning 
opportunities whether by formal institutions or through the workplace is crucial to 
the maintenance of a creative and productive community. 
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